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If You Come Softly Jacqueline Woodson is a poignant young adult novel that
explores themes of love, race, and identity through the eyes of two
teenagers—Ellie and Jeremiah. Set against the backdrop of a racially charged
urban environment, this coming-of-age story delves into the complexities of
adolescence while highlighting the struggles and triumphs of young love.
Jacqueline Woodson'’s lyrical prose and insightful storytelling make this book
a powerful read that resonates with many readers, both young and old.

Overview of the Novel

Jacqueline Woodson’s "If You Come Softly" tells the story of Ellie, a Jewish
girl, and Jeremiah, an African American boy, who meet at a prestigious
private school in New York City. Their relationship blossoms amidst the
societal pressures and racial tensions that surround them. The novel
intricately weaves together their personal experiences with broader social
issues, presenting a narrative that is both intimate and expansive.

Key Themes

The book addresses several critical themes, including:

e Race and Identity: The characters grapple with their racial identities
and societal perceptions, highlighting the challenges minorities face in
predominantly white spaces.

e Love and Acceptance: Ellie and Jeremiah’s romance serves as a tender
exploration of love that transcends societal boundaries, emphasizing
acceptance in the face of adversity.

e Grief and Loss: The narrative poignantly addresses the impact of
violence and loss, particularly as it relates to young people navigating
a complex world.

e Friendship: The significance of friendship is showcased through the
supportive relationships that help the characters navigate their
struggles.



Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "If You Come Softly" is essential to
appreciating the depth of the novel. Here’s a closer look at the two main
characters:

Ellie

Ellie is a thoughtful and introspective girl who grapples with her identity
as a Jewish teenager in a predominantly black school. Her character embodies
the struggles of fitting in while simultaneously seeking to embrace her
cultural background. Key characteristics include:

e Intellectual: Ellie is academically inclined and often reflects on her
experiences through a thoughtful lens.

e Empathetic: Her ability to empathize with others, especially Jeremiah,
showcases her depth and capacity for understanding.

* Resilient: Ellie’s journey reflects her resilience as she faces societal
challenges and personal dilemmas.

Jeremiah

Jeremiah, on the other hand, is charismatic and passionate about his identity
as a young African American man. His character represents the struggles faced
by many young people in marginalized communities. Key characteristics
include:

e Confident: Jeremiah carries himself with a sense of confidence that
draws others to him.

e Protective: He is fiercely protective of those he loves, particularly
Ellie, showcasing the depth of his character.

e Reflective: Jeremiah often reflects on the impact of his environment and
the challenges posed by societal expectations.



The Setting

The setting of "If You Come Softly" plays a crucial role in the development
of the story. The novel is set in New York City, a vibrant and diverse
metropolis that serves as a backdrop for the characters’ experiences. The
school environment, predominantly white, juxtaposes the characters' home
lives and communities, creating tension and conflict that propel the
narrative forward.

Urban Landscape

The urban landscape of New York City is characterized by:

e Diversity: The city is a melting pot of cultures, which influences the
characters' interactions and relationships.

e Socioeconomic Disparities: The disparity between the characters'
backgrounds highlights the challenges they face in their relationship.

e Racial Tensions: The racial dynamics in the city serve as a backdrop for
the characters’ struggles and triumphs, making their love story all the
more poignant.

Critical Reception

"If You Come Softly" has received acclaim from both readers and critics
alike. The novel is often praised for its lyrical prose and the way it
tackles difficult subjects with sensitivity. Here are some key points
regarding its reception:

e Awards: The novel has been recognized with various literary awards and
honors, cementing Woodson's reputation as a significant voice in young
adult literature.

e Discussion in Educational Settings: The book is frequently included in
school curricula, helping students engage with themes of race, identity,
and love.

e Enduring Impact: Readers often note the lasting impression the novel
leaves, with many revisiting its themes and characters long after
finishing the book.



Conclusion

In conclusion, If You Come Softly Jacqueline Woodson is a beautifully crafted
novel that resonates with readers on multiple levels. Its exploration of
love, race, and identity through the lens of young people offers insight into
the complexities of modern society. Jacqueline Woodson's ability to capture
the essence of adolescent experience, combined with her lyrical writing
style, makes this book a must-read for anyone interested in young adult
literature. Through Ellie and Jeremiah's story, readers are invited to
reflect on their own experiences and the world around them, making it a
timeless piece of literature that continues to inspire and provoke thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'If You Come
Softly' by Jacqueline Woodson?

The main themes include love, race, identity, and the challenges of
adolescence. The story addresses the complexities of interracial
relationships and the impact of societal prejudices on young love.

Who are the main characters in 'If You Come Softly'?

The main characters are Ellie, a Jewish girl, and Jeremiah, an African
American boy. Their relationship serves as the focal point of the narrative,
highlighting their personal struggles and societal challenges.

How does Jacqueline Woodson address the issue of
racism in the novel?

Woodson addresses racism through the experiences of Jeremiah, who faces
discrimination and prejudice due to his race. The novel explores how these
societal issues affect the characters' lives and their relationship.

What literary devices does Woodson use to convey the
emotions of the characters?

Woodson employs poetic language, imagery, and symbolism to express the
characters' emotions and experiences. The use of free verse enhances the
lyrical quality of the narrative, making the characters' feelings more
poignant.

In what ways does 'If You Come Softly' reflect the



realities of teen life?

The novel reflects teen life through its depiction of love, friendship, and
the quest for identity. It captures the emotional turmoil and societal
pressures that teenagers face, making it relatable to young readers.

What impact did 'If You Come Softly' have on young
adult literature?
The novel has been influential in young adult literature by addressing

important social issues like race and identity in a nuanced way. It paved the
way for more diverse voices and stories in the genre.

How does the setting influence the story in 'If You
Come Softly'?

The urban setting of New York City plays a crucial role in the story,
providing a backdrop that highlights the cultural diversity and social

tensions faced by the characters. It enhances the themes of love and conflict
against societal expectations.
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